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“Now . . . This”

The American humorist H. Allen Smith once suggested that of
all the worrisome words in the English language, the scariest is
‘yh oh,” as when a physician looks at your X-rays, and with
knitted brow says, “Uh oh.”" I should like to suggest that the
words which are the title of this chapter are as ominous as any,
~allthe more so because they are spoken without knitted brow—
indeed, with a kind of idiot's delight. The phrase, if that's what
_it may be called, adds to our grammar: a new part of speech, a
- .conjunction that does not connect anything to anything but
does the opposite: separates everything from everything. As
such, it'serves as a compact metaphor for the discontinuities
in so much that passes for public discourse in present-day
_America. _

“Now . . . this" is commonly used on radio and television
newscasts to indicate that what one has just heard or seen has
no relevance to what one is about to hear or see, or possibly to
anything one is ever likely to hear orsee. The phrase is a means
of acknowledging the fact that the world as mapped by the
speeded-up electronic media has no order or meaning and is
not to be taken seriously. There is no mutder so brutal, no
earthquake so devastating, no political blunder so ‘costly—for
that matter, no ball score so tantalizing or weather report so
threatening—-that it cannot be erased from our minds by a
newscaster saying, ‘‘Now ..
you have thought long enough on the previous matter (approx-

imately forty-five seconds), that you must not be morbidly pre-
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. this.” The newscaster means that
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bring to television some of the elements of typogrephic dis. -
course. The program abjures visual stimulation, consias largely
of extended explanations of events and in-depth interviews
{which even there means only five to ten minuies), imits the
number of stories covered, and emphasizes background and

coherence. But television has exacted its price for MacNeil’s re-
jection of a show business format. By television’s standards,
the audience is minuscule, the program is confined to public-
television stations, and it is a good guess that the combined
salary of MacNeil and Lehrer is one-fifth of Dan Rather'sor Tom
Brokaw’s.

¥ you were a producer of a television news show for a com-
mercial station, you would not have the option of defying teie-
vision's requirements. It wouild be demanded of you that you
strive for the largest possible audience, and, as a consequence
and in spite of your best intentions, you would arrive at a pro-
dudion very nearly resembling MacNeil’s description. More-
over, you would include some things MacNeil does not
mention. You would try to make celebrities of your newscast-
ers. You would advertise the show, both in the press and on
television itself. You would do “‘news briefs,’’ 1o serve as an
inducement to viewers. You would have a weatherman as
comic relief, and a sportscaster whose language is a touch un-
couth {as a way of his relating to the beer-drinking common
man). You would, in shon, package the whole event as any
producer might who is in the entertainment business.

The result of all this is that Americans are the best entextained
and quite likely the least well-informed people inm the Western
workd. 1 say this in the face of the popular conceit that televi-
sion, as a window to the world, has made Americans exceed-
ingly well informed. Much depends here, of course, on what is
meamt by being informed. 1 will pass over the now tiresome
polis that tell us that, at any given moment, 70 percent of our
citizens do not know who is the Secretary of State or the Chief
Justice of the Supreme Court. Let us consider, instead, the case
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